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ABSTRACT 
This paper concentrates on student preparedness and the attempts to increase student preparation 
with close readings of the textbook. I begin by providing brief explanations of English Discussion 
Class (EDC) at Rikkyo University and the ideas behind an intervention regarding student 
preparation. For an approximate eight-week span, students in EDC were asked to increase their 
preparation before each class, which was more preparation than is usually assigned in EDC classes. 
Normal EDC fluency activities were altered to integrate and introduce this change. Results of the 
interventions are discussed, as well as worthy areas for future study in regards to student 
preparedness. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
In the fall of 2015, I created an array of methods for improving students’ focus during lessons. 
Students in EDC lessons at Rikkyo University are assigned textbooks with a total of twelve topic 
lessons per semester (excluding the final lesson). Each week the topic changes and students are 
expected to prepare for classes by reading an essay that begins each lesson and consider answers 
to the “Before Reading” and “After Reading” questions. Rikkyo University “sets strict limits for 
EDC homework not to exceed 30 minutes per week” in its Instructor Handbook (Center for 
English Discussion Class, 2015). The first five minutes of each class are utilized for a quiz, the 
questions being drawn from the essay content. The quiz’s purpose is two-fold: to ensure that 
students will arrive to class on time, and also to compel the students to finish reading each lesson’s 
essay before class. The purpose of the reading is to provide a baseline of knowledge on a particular 
subject so that students have an overview of the topic and, ideally, a springboard from which to 
engage in discussions on the matter. 
For EDC classes, placement is based on the student’s combined TOEIC listening and 
reading scores (2015). All of my classes were either Level III (combined score 280 to 479) or 
Level II (480 to 679); I had no Level I or IV classes. In addition, the reading passages between the 
two levels were slightly different, but this had little to no impact on my intervention. (Level I had 
a separate textbook, and Level IV had the same essay as III, but some simplifications in the 
remaining portions of the chapters.) 
 In the spring 2015 semester, I finished each class by reminding students to do the 
homework reading. However, in the fall semester it became apparent that students were not 
completing their homework reading thoroughly enough. Quiz scores, normally out of eight points, 
would often be low, six points or lower. Some students too quickly marked the quiz, likely too fast 
to even be reading the questions. And perhaps most crucially, the content of the reading passages 
was rarely used by students in subsequent activities and discussions. I wanted to create a bridge 
between the reading and the discussions, instead of having the reading exist as a separate activity, 
effectively divorced from the rest of the lesson.   
I also wished to increase students’ preparation before class in the hope that it would 
enhance their understanding of the reading and vocabulary; generate critical thinking of the 
content (both in the book and the students’ own original content) by answering questions posed; 
and improve test scores. In addition, I noticed a related issue in regards to student preparation: 
students’ familiarity with the remaining content of each chapter following the essay, which 
comprises most of the content covered during class time. Generally, when students turned to the 
Christopher Mattson 
9 
 
current sections of the textbook as the class progressed, they were reading the material for the first 
time. I felt that if students had instead read the content well before class, had ample time to absorb 
and process the material, and came to class with sufficient ideas pertaining to the reading, that 
these preparation processes would necessarily improve the ability of students to generate ideas, 
discuss the topics at hand, and subsequently improve the quality of activities and discussions. 
Understanding of a text depends on how much related schema, or prior knowledge, readers possess. 
Consequently, when students fail to make sense of a text, it is possibly caused by their lack of 
appropriate schemata that can easily fit with the content of the text (Al-Issa, 2006). For EDC 
students, content schemata would apply, as the topics were broad enough for general readers and 
speakers.  
With extra emphasis placed on the homework reading, namely by focusing on meanings 
of unknown vocabulary words before class, the hope was that students would better understand 
content and use that understanding during discussions. The schemata or organized background 
knowledge which leads students to expect or predict aspects in interpretation of discourse (Ajideh, 
2003) that each student brought to the reading could vary significantly; however, if all students 
were well-acquainted with the content, a common meeting point of those schemata, or something 
at least closer to it, could occur to increase the students’ ability and confidence in discussions. 
In essence, the students were asked to perform a simplified close reading of the chapters. 
Close reading can be defined as carefully and deeply reading a text, which supports deep 
comprehension by directly identifying the textual evidence under discussion and ultimately helps 
to develop students’ abilities to regularly apply the habits of critical thinking (Fisher & Frey, 2014). 
The latter result was notably apropos, as critical thinking on the textbook content initiated a kind 
of metacognition that many students, I felt, were simply not engaging in. Fisher and Frey (2014) 
point out that with close reading, students “determine what the text says explicitly and to make 
logical inferences from it [and] cite specific textual evidence when…speaking to support 
conclusions drawn from the text” (p. 22). Through close readings of the homework, the goal was 
to increase the confidence of the students so that they could contribute more to class discussions. 
Preliminary observations of the students and their preparations (or lack thereof) were 
initiated in the first four weeks of the fall semester. In week five, I began the project and it 
continued, in varying degrees, until week thirteen. Initially, just two classes were chosen to 
conduct this experiment, but I quickly realized that this change would likely benefit all classes, 
and by extending it to all students, I would have a much larger data set to draw observations from. 
Subsequently I did not single out particular classes or students, but rather implemented this 
coursework with all of my classes and all of my students. (I also felt confident that the 30-minute 
maximum for EDC-based homework would not be violated by this intervention; I reiterated to 
students that their homework should “take about 30 minutes to complete.”) The results of this 
project were mixed, with some success with the homework reading and less so in regards to the 
preparation of the remainder of the textbook. What follows is adapted from my teaching journal 
notes. 
 
DISCUSSION 
Initial stages of the project proceeded with journal entries of each class throughout the week. These 
entries were observations, questions, ideas, and general notes on the abilities of certain students, 
but more broadly the overall performance of each class as a whole. Teaching journals have been 
shown to be effective in exploring one’s beliefs and practices, monitoring one’s own practices, 
and setting goals for remedying problems (Farrel, 2007), and for me, each point was applicable to 
this project. My teaching practices took on a new meaning when viewed in hindsight, and certain 
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issues dealing with inadequate preparation threaded throughout my notes. Once the specific 
problem—lack of student preparation—became apparent, I set about crafting an intervention to 
alleviate it.  
With each lesson, EDC classes cover a particular topic, such as technology, studying 
abroad, crime and punishment, among others, and an essay begins each chapter, a kind of keynote 
essay that students are to read for homework. In the fifth week of classes, I informed students of 
the change I wished to implement for the remainder of the semester:  students were to read the 
homework essay for the following week very closely, and take notes in the margins of the textbook. 
A short quiz right at the beginning of each class tests students’ knowledge of this content, but it 
often struck me that, once the quiz was finished, the essay was mentally discarded as well, and 
few if any students would refer back to that content later during class discussions. I felt the essays 
provided numerous ideas and starting points for discussion, and I wanted them to utilize that 
content as a way to assist their own speaking turns. And increased focus on the homework reading 
would also raise quiz scores, an added side benefit (though not a primary goal of this project). 
Preceding each week’s essay are three “Before Reading” questions and followed by three 
“After Reading” questions, and these questions were to be read and answers written down. These 
questions asked students for their opinions on certain topics, which I thought was a sound way to 
initiate student thinking. Previously, students were expected to read these questions, but now they 
were being asked to write down responses. Unknown vocabulary was to be at least marked but 
preferably looked up. Although teaching vocabulary is not a priority of EDC classes, the content 
from the homework essays can be a useful point of reference for students during class discussions. 
Often I noticed that students struggled with the meaning of a particular English word during the 
discussions, a word that likely could be found in their homework reading. Further, proficiency in 
vocabulary has been shown to play a very important role in reading assessment, and tests of 
vocabulary are highly predictive of performance on tests of reading comprehension (Shen, 2008). 
If the students’ reading could be improved, even by a small amount, I hoped this would have a 
multiplier effect and increase their speaking ability by enabling them to draw upon a broader 
vocabulary base.  
 The students were also told to preview the remaining portions of the chapters with a 
close reading, in order to familiarize them with what is called the “function” language. Each EDC 
class focused on a particular aspect of discussion, and these basic interactional functions, such as 
asking for or giving opinions were introduced and students had a chance to apply these functions 
in open discussion activities (Hurling, 2012). These functions are listed on a page after the 
homework reading, along with an exemplary dialogue and gap-fill discussion (Practice 1). 
Students were to read these sections to familiarize themselves, but no emphasis was placed on a 
close reading of them, as much of the utility of the functions occurs within the practice and 
discussion sections.  
However, from the next section, Practice 2, on through until the end of the lesson, there 
were ample questions and prompts for students to answer content-based questions and generate 
their own ideas on the particular topic. The 3/2/1 Fluency section gave students topic-related 
questions that stimulated content generation. The Fluency portion of EDC classes directly 
followed the quiz and was for students to speak to a partner (who only gave short reactions) for 
three minutes, then switch partners and repeat the same content in two minutes, then switch one 
more time to repeat content in one minute. The Discussion 1 and Discussion 2 Preparation 
activities were portions of the textbook that tasked students with practice activities just prior to 
the two class discussions (Discussions 1 and 2). In the Preparation activities, students filled in 
charts, ranked various topics, and did similar tasks to generate and organize student ideas. The 
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Discussion 1 and Discussion 2 questions often reiterated the Preparation questions, but usually at 
least one more content-generating question could be found there. Ultimately, there were several 
sections of each chapter that impel the students to think about the topic at hand and develop novel 
ideas (from here referred to as “Activities Reading”). 
 Most students considered their homework to be only the homework reading passage and 
rarely, if ever, the Activities Reading. In the first few weeks of the semester, as each class 
progressed and students turned to the various sections (Practice 2, Discussion Preparations, etc.), 
it was clear that they had not previewed the sections at all and were reading and generating this 
content for the first time. This meant that students had relatively little time to generate novel ideas 
and opinions for the discussions, and that idea-generation time was concurrent with their speaking 
time; in other words, they were thinking of ideas as they spoke. My intervention was meant to 
prepare students with the idea-generation first, as part of their homework, which would provide 
them with the ideas well before class began and allow them to more smoothly discuss with their 
partners and groups.  
In week five, at the end of the first test lesson of the semester, I introduced this change to 
the classes. I explained the enhanced focus and close reading (though I did not use that term) of 
the chapters that they were now expected to do. Students were told to answer the questions as if 
they were talking with someone and write down notes and ideas. They were to not worry about 
spelling or grammar. Even writing in Japanese was ok, just as long as they could think of some 
answers and content. I stressed that they not do this a few minutes before class starts, but to do it 
soon—the same day would be best—so that they had ample time to generate ideas.  
 In week six, I tested students on how much preparation they did. As I did not want to 
disrupt the flow of my EDC classes, I utilized the time in class in which has the most flexibility 
in terms of introducing novel content—the 3/2/1 Fluency stage. After the week six quiz, I 
introduced the fluency questions. 
Figure 1. Week Six 3/2/1 Fluency questions for students. 
 
I allowed them to use their textbooks for this initial fluency activity. As for the first 
question, most students had not prepared much beyond reading the text, and many of them had 
done that right before class, so even though I had specifically told them not to do so, most of them 
did not prepare as I had asked. The following were common responses: 
 “I read the essay only last night.” 
 “I didn’t take any notes.” 
 “I read the essay and took notes, then read the rest but didn’t take notes.” 
 “I didn’t do anything because I had to work and I was busy.” 
 “I forgot to do it!” 
1) How much reading and note-taking did you do for today’s lesson? Where are you on this line? 
 
 
“I didn’t do any homework.”        VS.          “I read everything AND I took notes AND       
“I just read this morning.”                            thought of lots of ideas for today!” 
             
 
2) What was interesting OR surprising OR difficult to understand in the chapter? Give as many examples as  
possible. 
New Directions in Teaching and Learning English Discussion 
12 
 
In addition to idea generation, a further intent of these questions was to invoke 
metacognitive thinking in order for students to evaluate the readings with a more critical aspect. 
While it was disappointing that students had not prepared as I had asked, it was not an entirely 
unexpected result, as it was a completely new re-working of the Fluency activity, something 
students had become accustomed to with standard opinion questions up to that point. By requiring 
the students to speak on these new topics during the Fluency, the embarrassment at any lack of 
preparation should have motivated them to avoid the same situation the following week.  
For the second question, many students struggled with finding an interesting point. When 
they did hit upon a topic, it was from the reading passage; and among those responses, most were 
from the very first paragraphs. Though I had exhorted the students to discuss any question, topic, 
or prompt from any part of the book, virtually none discussed the Activities Reading; almost all 
discussed the homework reading passage only.  
After the Fluency activity was complete, I provided brief feedback and let students know 
that this Fluency activity of discussing the textbook chapter would also occur in subsequent weeks. 
This was to provide consistency with the new activities, and create an expectation in the students’ 
minds. I did not anticipate immediate results after my first instruction the previous week and, in 
fact, it took several weeks for most students to normalize this new approach. 
During the remaining week six lessons, I made informal checks with each class on how 
much note-taking students had done during the Activities Reading. Walking around the room at 
various times in the lesson afforded me a view at their textbooks and the notes they took. For the 
first week of this intervention, note taking was minimal across all classes. Approximately ten 
percent of students prepared according to my instructions and took notes on the entire chapter. 
(Still, that ten percent of students was generally very consistent in their preparation, and 
maintained high levels of preparation all the way through to week thirteen.) 
 In week seven, the Fluency questions were the same, though to the first question that 
asked how much the students prepared (“How much reading and note-taking did you do for today’s 
lesson? Where are you on this line?”), I added “Why?” and “When?”  These additional questions 
were to have students address reasons why they did (or more to the point, did not) prepare for class, 
and, importantly, when during the week they did their homework. I allowed students to look at 
their books but encouraged them to look at the text only to refresh their memory, focusing on 
maintaining eye contact. Common responses to the “When [did you prepare]?” included the 
following: 
 “I read the essay last night.” 
 “I read the essay and took notes on the train [to Rikkyo campus] this morning.”  
The vast majority of students did their preparation the night before class or in the morning just 
prior to class. I had reminded students at the end of each class that I wanted them to do their 
homework as soon as they could, preferably the same afternoon or evening of class day, so that 
they could adequately develop points for discussion throughout the week and have time for the 
ideas to “sink in” over several days. However, for the majority of students, their preparation was 
done shortly before class, even if they did a thorough job of preparing.  
As for the different levels of classes, there were no large discrepancies between Level III 
and Level II classes in terms of adequate preparation. The homework essays in the Level III and 
Level II textbooks were in fact slightly different, the Level III essays being slightly easier, with a 
smaller vocabulary range. However, this difference seemed to play no part with these preparations, 
and the “good” and “bad” preparers were essentially evenly distributed between the two levels. 
For week eight, the same 3-2-1 Fluency activity continued. At the end of week seven 
classes, I had reminded students of the homework reading and announced that, starting in week 
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eight, students could no longer use their textbooks when speaking; this was to reduce the 
scaffolding that the textbook provided and required students to increase their recall of the readings. 
This was done to further drive students to closely read the following chapter. Students had grown 
at least familiar, if not accustomed, to this new homework and (scaffolded) Fluency activity, so in 
week eight removing that scaffolding of the textbook—and changing it yet again--proved 
challenging for most.  
 During weeks nine through thirteen, I simplified the 3/2/1 Fluency activity. At this point, 
the answers on the self-reflection question (see Figure 1, question 1) answers were becoming 
somewhat rote and repetitive, and I felt it had served its purpose in the three previous weeks, so it 
was omitted. However, I retained the second question that elicits a response regarding the keynote 
essay, and added in another, “backup” Fluency question (or two) that I would have normally used 
in the Fluency activity prior to this intervention. Students were to talk about the reading as much 
as possible before moving on to the more standard Fluency question. These two types of questions 
provided a good balance of increased focus on the reading as well as the more conventional 
Fluency questions, and going forward, I will likely continue to use this aspect for future classes. 
 
CONCLUSION 
This intervention to increase student preparation yielded mixed results. Positive results could be 
seen in the increased focus spent on the keynote essays beginning each chapter. I retained this 
fluency activity for eight fully weeks for most classes, and I think at the very least it created an 
increased awareness of the topic under discussion, allowing students an ease in using those topics 
for discussions. Most students also often seemed eager to discuss interesting points in the reading, 
and this enthusiasm increased with each week.  
 However, though this intervention seems to have worked well for the keynote essay, 
results for the remainder of the chapter, the Activities Readings, were much more uneven. A small 
percentage of students prepared fully or partially according to my instructions, but the majority of 
students did not, and as each class progressed, most students were still encountering the chapter 
contents for the first time. The increased preparation would only increase efficiency if every 
student in a pairing or small group had completed it; but if even one student had not prepared, the 
others would have to wait for that student to “catch up” to their level of understanding. It was 
extremely rare that each member of a pair or a group had fully prepared, for example, a Discussion 
1 Preparation activity, and the gains made by those who did were somewhat rendered moot by the 
non-preparing students, at least in terms of time efficiency. 
I thought that the pressure created by the need to speak during the Fluency activity would 
compel the students to read more thoroughly. This was the case with some students, but not all, 
and a more detailed study on the effects of increased reading of the chapters would better 
determine the efficacy of the change. Quiz scores generally increased, though I did not track these 
scores with great detail, nor did I account for other factors that could have attributed to the increase 
(interest in the topic, readability, etc.); this would also be a worthy area of focus for future studies.  
There are several aspects of this study that could be investigated in the future. Though 
EDC classes place minimal focus on reading, a small increase in this ability could have a cascading 
effect and carry over to students’ speaking abilities. For example, further application of schema 
theory on L2 acquisition could have positive results for EDC classes. While my decision to include 
all classes gave me the greatest possible range of data points to judge the effectiveness of the 
intervention, focusing on a few select classes might be more beneficial in future studies. In 
addition, direct student feedback at various points of the process, as with student questionnaires 
or surveys, would likely be a great help toward understanding the value of the project, and would 
New Directions in Teaching and Learning English Discussion 
14 
 
likely reveal potential new adaptations the instructor could implement at any point. 
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